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This thesis is a survey of seven examples of Christian syncretism within the 
geographical context of the United States. I begin by explaining the definitions of 
syncretism and mainline, traditional Christianity in terms of their use in the rest of my 
discussion. W ith the aid of secondary source research, I then discuss the origin, defining 
characteristics, and syncretic aspects of the seven examples. The religious cases I discuss 
are: I) Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Christ, 2) Easter Celebrations, 3) CaoDaism, 4) 
Unitarian Universalism, 5) the beliefs of the Aquarian Concepts Community, 6) Santeria, 
and 7) Baha’ism. Ultimately, this survey enhances the understanding that syncretism, as a 
definable process, is highly varied in its forms. A  salient variable within the topic of 
syncretism, evidenced by the examples discussed in this thesis, is whether or not 
syncretism justified or ignored by those participating in it.
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The Mythical Melting Pot:
Christian Syncretism in American Religious Belief and Ritual
Introduction
This thesis is an analysis of syncretism between Christian and non-Christian belief 
systems, in the United States of America. The examination addresses seven examples of which 
I will discuss the history, defining characteristics, and manifestation(s) of syncretism within each 
practice or ritual. These primary examples include two, the Devotion to the Sacred Heart and 
the celebration of Easter, that are found within what I will term and subsequently define as 
‘mainline, traditional Christianity.* The rest, Caodaism, Unitarian Universalism, the Aquarian 
Concepts Community, Santeria, and Baha*ism occur outside of this scope.
According to The W orld Book Dictionary, ‘syncretism* is: “ I) attempted reconciliation 
of diverse or opposite tenets or practices, especially in philosophy or religion,... 3) a process 
in the growth of religions in which the religious doctrines, rituals, deities, and the like, of one 
creed or belief are adopted, adapted or identified with its own by another, which thus gains 
adherents to the first.. .** (The W orld Book Dictionary, 2 128). In other words, syncretism is 
the melding of one religion with another, in this thesis, the latter definition (the identification 
of aspects of one religion with another; the meshing of two systems of cosmological belief) will 
be used. Also, for the purpose of this work, the phrase ‘mainline, traditional Christianity’ refers 
to those religions in which Jesus Christ and his teachings are held to be the final moral-religious 
authority; to the exclusion of other religious teachers. Hence, ‘non-mainline Christian’ 
religions, are not limited to Jesus Christ or his teachings as ultimate sources of religious 
authority.
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Examples o f Syncretism within Mainline Christianity
Devotion to the Sacred H eart1 
History:
The devotion to the Sacred Heart was officially recognized by the Catholic Church on 
October 20, 1670 ad. However, the development of this tradition was gradual. During the 
Middle Ages, there was devotion to the wound in Christ's side as the origin of grace. Around 
1302 ad., St. Gertrude had a vision in which her hand was placed next to the wound in Christ's 
side and she was able to feel his heartbeat. During this vision, Gertrude asked the Apostle John 
if he had felt the beating and if so, why this had not been brought to light before. John’s 
response to St. Gertrude was to say that "this revelation had been reserved for subsequent 
ages when the world, having grown cold, would have need of it to rekindle its love 
(Herbermann, 165). Even with this vision, the point of revelation was the wound in Christ's 
side, and the focus was on Love, as opposed to the actual Heart of Christ. The Benedictines 
are credited with the movement away from Christ’s wounded side toward the veneration of 
the heart. However, those first responsible for the devotion are not identified (Herbermann, 
165).
During 1200 to 1500 ad., the devotion was to the five wounds of Christ. In this 
devotion, the wound in Christ's heart is said to have been prominent, but nonetheless, non- 
focal (Herbermann, 165). In the 16th century, the devotion to the Sacred Heart “took an 
onward step and passed from the domain of mysticism into that of Christian asceticism" 
(Herbermann, 165). Writings from the venerated theologians Lanspergius (d. 1539 ad.) and
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Louis of Blois (d. 1566 ad.) attest to the increased popularity of the devotion, as do those of 
John of Avila (d. 1569 ad.) and St. Francis de Sales (d. in the 17th century) (Herbermann, 165). 
During the middle and late 17th century, many are reported to have given devotion to the Heart 
of Christ, i.e. St. Aloysius Gonzaga, Marina de Escobar, Aremelle of Vannes and Marie de 
Valernod. Furthermore, the Spanish-based Society of Jesus is also reported to have given much 
devotion to the Heart of Christ (evidenced in the lives of Alvarez de Paz, Luis de la Puente) 
(Herbermann, 166).
On August 31,1670, Jean Eudes was able to acquire, with the permission and blessing of 
Pope Pius X, an official Mass and Office for the devotion of the Sacred Heart. The official feast 
day however was celebrated soon thereafter on October 20th, as is customary now. Even after 
its official recognition, St. Margaret-Mary Alacoque (1647-1690 ad.), is credited with 
experiencing multiple visions, between the years 1673 and 1674 ad., in which Christ's purpose 
for the Devotion to the Sacred Heart was revealed. It was alleged that in one of these visions 
Christ requested that he “be honored under the figure of His Heart of flesh” from then on 
(Herbermann, 166). Although the devotion came under criticism from time to time, in 1899, 
Pope Leo X III decreed the consecration of the world to the Sacred Heart (The New Catholic 
Encyclopedia, 819).
In his encyclical, Pope Pius X II stated, in affirmation of the devotion, “The Church has 
always held devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus in such high regard and continues to esteem 
it so greatly that she strives to have this devotion flourish throughout the world, and to 
promote it in every way among Christian peoples.”(The Pope Speaks, 117). The devotion to 
the Sacred Heart has endured and is now part of unquestioned Roman Catholic doctrine.
‘Devotion’ in this context refers to, “worship directed to a special religious relic" (The World Book Dictionary, v. I,
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At one time it was customary to set the beginning of this devotion at about the year
1000 ad___ Since 1928, however, as the result of scholarly studies and encouragement
by Pius XU’s encyclical.. .theologians are seeking out the Biblical, patristic, and liturgical 
sources of the devotion as the perennial worship rendered to the pierced Heart of 
Jesus, streaming forth living waters of grace upon the Church. (The New Catholic 
Encyclopedia, 8 18)
Description:
Today, devotion to the Sacred Heart of Christ is practiced by way of individual, family, 
or group consecration and reparation to the Sacred Heart. In addition, a feast and mass is 
regularly held by the church as a means of paying homage to and reflecting upon the theological 
and spiritual meanings and implications of the Sacred Heart. In his encyclical entitled, On 
Devotion to the Sacred Heart, Pope Pius X II lends his praise and support to such actions by 
stating:
Various movements have providentially started which are conducive to the adding of 
new fervor to this devotion and most aptly suited to the needs of our times. W e mean 
organizations to promote culture, religion and charity, published articles which explain 
the historical, the ascetical, or the mystical aspects which have bearing on this topic, and 
pious works of expiation. W e mention especially the proofs of deepest piety given by 
the Apostleship of Prayer, under whose auspices and care homes, colleges, institutions 
and at times whole nations were consecrated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. (Hauretias 
Aquas, 119)
^  1983).
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Syncretic Aspects:
In 1519, Spanish conquistadors conquered the Aztecs of Mesoamerica, the actual 
veneration and devotion to the Sacred Heart of Christ did not occur until after this time. The 
Aztecs were a highly religious and ritualized society who had the practice of sacrificing humans 
to some of the deities in their pantheon (Berdan, 111 - 118). Along with the sacrifice of adults 
and children, there was often an emphasis put on the human heart and human blood (Berdan,
112-113, 114). For example, some Aztec drawings, of which several were produced after 
Spanish conquest, depict Aztec priests tearing the hearts out of living human victims and 
offering them up to the gods (Berdan, 115; Nicholson, 972; Webster, 465). It was believed that 
human hearts and blood kept the gods strong (Nicholson, 972). It is important to note that 
this practice of ritual heart sacrifice was highly common in Mexico, especially in the 15th and 16th 
centuries; just before and during Spanish contact (Berdan, 116). The timing of both the Spanish 
conquest of the Aztecs and the timing of the appearance of the devotion to the Sacred Heart, 
lend reason to wonder about a connection between the two. Could this be connected to the 
appearance of the Catholic devotion? Could catholic acceptance of veneration of Christ's 
heart, and the “living waters" flowing from it, have been manipulated in order to aid in Aztec 
conversion by way of familiarity and substitution of the individual heart of Christ the God-Man 
for those of the many victims? It is also interesting to note that the Aztecs would eat pieces of 
amaranth bread that had been formed into the shape of a god “with the belief that the essence 
of the god was being ingested" (Berdan, \ 18), which is similar to the Roman Catholic teaching 
of transubstantiation. This doctrine asserts that the bread and wine, used as Eucharist in 
Catholic Mass, literally become the body and blood of Christ, and, when ingested, aid in the 
spiritual health and strength of the partaken. Although there is no direct admission or evidence
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Prior to Christianization, Teutonic peoples gave homage to a vast pantheon of beings. 
One of the goddesses, who seems to have been worshipped mairily by Germanic and Anglo- 
Saxon peoples is Ostara (Germanic) or Eastre (Anglo-Saxon) (Grimm, 288-291). Ostara was 
considered to be the goddess of the dawn or of rising light, who brought with her joy and 
blessings (Grimm, 291). In celebration of this goddess, a prominent ritual was the lighting of 
bonfires (Grimm, 291). In addition, water that was drawn during the Eastre celebrations was 
thought to be sacred and possess powers of healing (Grimm, 291). As part of the Eostur 
festivities, young girls would dress in white and hide themselves in “clefts of the rock" and in 
mountain crevices, thus symbolizing the goddess and the return of spring (Grimm, 291;
Sechrist, 25).
According to Grimm, contact and conversion of the Teutonic peoples began around 300 
ad. Thus, Christianization of the Eastre holiday began. Grimm asserts, “This Ostara, like the 
AS. [Anglo-Saxon] Eastre, must, in the heathen religion, have denoted a higher being, whose 
worship was so firmly rooted, that the Christian teachers tolerated the name and applied it to 
one of their own grandest anniversaries” (Grimm, 290). Furthermore, the author writes, 
“Ostara, Eastre seems therefore to have been the divinity of the radiant dawn ... whose 
meaning could be easily adapted to the resurrection of the Christian-God.” (Grimm, 291). 
Ultimately, in 325 ad., the Nicene Council determined the means by which Easter's date would
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be determined annually, though this was a source of friction between the British Anglo-Saxons 
and the Church for many years (Bede, 104-107; Sechrist, 25).
Description:
The Easter holiday is always observed on a Sunday morning after the first full moon on 
or after March 21st. Across denominational lines, in mainline Christianity, some of the pagan 
motifs, such as the dawn and fire, survive. The holiday is attributed to the Resurrection of Jesus 
and is, in many Christian denominations, preceded by 40 days (excluding Sundays) of spiritual 
preparation, termed Lent after the Old English word /encten, which meant ‘springtime* (Ramm, 
175). Often, in the United States, the holiday begins at a “sunrise service,*’ where Christians 
await the dawn of the day of Christ’s resurrection (Sechrist, 26). In addition, in many churches, 
especially Roman Catholic, a special candle, the paschal candle, is lit on Easter morning 
(Sechrist, 25). It is interesting to note that in many countries of Northern Europe Christians 
will hold bonfire celebrations on hilltops, at which they surround the fires and sing Christian 
hymns (Sechrist, 25).
In general, there seems to be is little if any mention of the origin of Easter within 
Christian circles. Having received some education in and experience with both Roman Catholic 
and Fundamentalist Protestant doctrines, I have observed a strong tendency toward non­
acknowledgment of the origins of Easter. In other words, it seems that the vast majority of 
mainline Christians are unaware of Easter's pagan origins. However, in the rare instances when 
its derivation is mentioned, it is usually accompanied by concerns about its non-Christian 
beginnings. In this case, the Teutonic origin of the celebration is usually looked upon as a 
pollution of the Christian tradition and is, thus, an undesirable ritual.
Syncretic Aspects;
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Though the Teutonic explanation is disregarded, sunrise Easter services in the Christian 
Church are clearly syncretic with the earlier Anglo-Saxon and Germanic traditions. In addition, 
the lighting of candles, though diminished in scale, also seems to be syncretic with the former 
bonfire celebrations of the Eastre and Ostara worshipping peoples. Moreover, these aspects of 
the Christian holiday are less plainly syncretic when viewed in relation to the Christian 
adoption of the ancient phraseology, i.e. Easter as related to Eastre and Eostur, as well as the 
timing of the holiday (springtime). Thus, though less pronounced in the US when opposed to 
some Northern European countries, the ritual and symbolic syncretism between Christianity 
and the indigenous Anglo-Saxon and Germanic cosmologies is readily apparent to any observer.
Examples and origins o f Syncretism Found Outside o f Mainline Christianity
Caodaism
Origin:
In 1902, while working with the Immigration Service in Saigon, Phu Ngo-van-Chieu 
participated in a spiritist seance during which he was instructed to begin immediate practice of 
the Dao, and was told of a religious mission he would obtain in the future (Gobron, 188). In 
1921, Chieu began receiving messages, in various seance settings, from a spirit called CaoDai, 
and, for about six years, Chieu worshipped this spirit on his own (Bui, 91). At one point, after 
asking CaoDai, during a seance, for permission to worship Him, Mr. Chieu was instructed to 
represent CaoDai with an eye, the eventual symbol of Caodaism, in general (Bui, 91). In 1924, 
Mr. Chieu began telling other interested persons about his experiences and what he had been 
taught by CaoDai in the previous three years (Bui, 91).
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In the middle of 1925, another group of individuals was experimenting with spiritism for 
entertainment. Throughout these ventures, one spirit became conspicuous, as a result of its 
distinguished moral and philosophical teaching. This distinct spirit initially presented itself under 
a name made up of the first three letters of the Vietnamese alphabet, however, on December 
25th, 1925, the spirit revealed itself to be “God, The Supreme Being, coming under the name of 
CaoDai to teach truth to Vietnam” (Bui, 9 1 -92). In this seance, CaoDai stated:
Rejoice this day, it is the anniversary of my coming to Europe to teach my doctrine. 
Your allegiance brings much satisfaction to me. This house will be filled with blessings. 
You will see more miracles which will lead you further to honor me. For some time I 
have used the symbol ‘AAA* to lead you to religious life. Soon you must found a new 
religion under my instructions” (Bui, 92).
Around the same time of this message, one Mr. Le Van Trung attended a seance in which the 
spirit of an 8th century Chinese poet told Trung of his mission according to CaoDai (Bui, 93-94). 
Subsequently, Trung was invited to join a group of other CaoDai worshippers which 
continuously expanded (Bui, 94). Soon thereafter, this group of mediums was sent to meet 
with Mr. Chieu.
On April 4, 1926, during a seance, this message was transmitted to Phu Ngo-van-Chieu (the 
first follower of CaoDai):
Formerly, people lacked transportation and therefore did not know each other, I then 
founded at different epochs and in different areas, five branches of the Great Way: 
Confucianism, Geniism, Christianity, Taoism, and Buddhism, each based on the customs of 
the race. In present days, transportation has been improved, and people have come to 
know each other better. But people do not always live in harmony because of the very
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multiplicity of those religions, That is why I have decided to unite all those religions into 
one to bring them to the primordial unity. Moreover, the Holy Doctrine has been, through 
centuries, more and more denatured by the people responsible for spreading it, so that I 
have now firmly resolved to come myself to show you The Way.” (Bui, 77).
In another of the group’s seances (which included Mr. Chieu), CaoDai instructed the group to 
found His new religion for humanity (Bui, 94). However, as the movement grew, Mr. Chieu 
withdrew and eventually Mr. Trung was appointed, by CaoDai, “the acting Pope of CaoDaism” 
(Bui, 94). On September 28, 1926, after the following grew, the leaders of the religion sent 
their official declaration of the founding of CaoDaism to Cochinchina’s governor (Bui, 94). 
Description:
To begin, it is the CaoDaist’s belief that the coming of the CaoDai religion was 
prophesied by Jesus Christ (Matt. 24:42-44,1 Thess. 5:2, II Peter 3:I0, Rev. 3:3,) as well in the 
Buddhist canons (i.e. “After me, Sakya Muni said, will come a greater Being, the Supreme Being” 
(Bui, 82). The follower of CaoDai believes that God (a.k.a. CaoDai) has revealed himself 
throughout history in manners suiting the state of humanity (Bui, 85, 88). Three periods of 
revelation concern the development of the five religions upon which CaoDaism is based, i.e. 
Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity (including Judaism and Islam), Confucianism, and Geniism. 
Furthermore, CaoDai created the universe and within it, imbuing each aspect of the creation 
with a portion of His own spirit (Bui, 99). These Spirits, also called consciences, have the 
purpose of guiding the body and soul of the individual into good actions.
This guidance occurs with the hope of positive evolution of the individual, in accordance 
with the law of Karma, from the material world into higher and lower ranks (Bui, 99). The 
highest level is inhabited by the “Holy Spirits” (Buddhas, Saints), next, is the level of the
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“Middle Rank Spirits” (Genies), followed by “Low Rank Spirits” (Evils) and, finally, the level of 
the “Creature’s Spirits:” humans, animals, plants, and materials (Bui, 99). The goal of the 
evolution of the individual is to gain freedom from the cycle of reincarnation and return to his 
or her origin, CaoDaj (Bui, 100).
Taken as a whole, the Caodai teachings can be viewed in relation to five main 
perspectives: morality, philosophy, worship, spirituality, and initiation. In terms of morality, 
CaoDaism teaches one's familial, social, and humanitarian responsibilities as well as those to 
oneself. Philosophically, the CaoDaist will attempt to free him/herself from the bondage of 
materialism to better aid the attainment of greater spirituality and a peaceful spirit The 
CaoDai prescribes worship of God/ the Supreme Being/ CaoDai, the Superior Spirits, and the 
ancestors (Bui, 100). Spiritually, the CaoDaist asserts and accepts the existence of the soul and 
spirit and their continuing existence and Karmic evolution and reincarnation, aside from the 
death of the physical body (Bui, 100). For those wishing to become initiated into the teachings 
of CaoDai, a guarantee of aid in their attainment of joy through the process of spiritual growth 
(Bui, 100).
In essence, there are three main rules that every CaoDaist must follow. These 
regulations are: I) the practice of vegetarianism, 2)observance of the five interdictions; a. do 
not kill living beings, b. do not be dishonest, c. do not commit adultery, d. do not get drunk, e. 
do not sin by word, 3) participation in at least one of the four daily worship ceremonies (6am, 
noon, 6pm and midnight) (Bui, 113). In addition to these, CaoDai priests must also participate 
in the teaching and dispensation of the religion of CaoDai (Bui, 113). Through observance of 
these rules, the CaoDaist hopes to attain his ultimate goal, “heavenly union with God in 
Nirvana” (Bui, 119).
W
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Syncretic Aspects:
In the book, God Has Come, published by the CaoDaist Association of Southern 
California, Hum Dac Bui asserts in a letter dated June 1990, 'T h is new religion is Caodaism, 
which is the essence and the combination of five principal religions including Confucianism, 
Geniism, Christianity, Taoism, and Buddhism" (Bui Dac Hum, 72). In their doctrine and 
cosmology, Christ (as CaoDai incarnate) and his religions are included in the first and second 
world religious revelation periods, as are the other CaoDaist predecessors (that is Buddhism, 
Confucianism, Taoism, Geniism) (Bui Dac Hum, 88). In the lists of their ritual observances and 
annual holidays, December 25th, the traditional anniversary of Christ’s birth, is included (Oliver,
14 -16; "CaoDai Rituals-W orship and Prayer,” 4). In addition, the CaoDaist accepts that 
Christ exists on the second highest level (that of Buddhas and Saints) of the spiritual hierarchy 
(“Introduction,” I; Werner, 42). However, one may note that despite this fact, when a CaoDai 
altar is constructed, Christ falls below the first and second tiers (that support statues of 
Buddha, Lao Tse, Confucius and the “three lords of the earth”) due to his relative chronological 
lateness (Oliver, 15; Gobron, 160). One CaoDaist author affirms this position by asserting that 
“Christ is a hyphen between Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. If He is placed below Far- 
Eastern divinities, it is because he came to the world many centuries later...” (Gobron, 102).
Christ also figured prominently in the early development of the religion. For example, it 
was recorded that on January 1, 1926, CaoDai emphasized His identity as another revelation of 
Jesus (Oliver, 38). In another seance, a spirit, proposed to be Christ, asserted, “It is I your 
Saviour who am coming, I your Judge. I come as before, among the scattered Sons of Israel to 
bring truth and dissipate darkness ... The Good God, The great God who makes plants to 
germinate and causes floods to rise up. It is I who have revealed the divine doctrine ...”
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(Oliver, 43-44). A  statement of one of the past CaoDai Popes, Pham-Cong-Tac, supports the 
syncretic nature of the religion, in relation to Christianity:
W e don’t seek to destroy Christ’s doctrine, we come ... to strengthen it ... CaoDaism 
is the bridge cast over the deep chasm ... separating Christ from Buddha, who was his 
Precursor... the harmony of whose doctrines, completing one another, is necessary to 
the union of Occidental and Asiatic peoples, that fraternity may reign between them.” 
(Gobron, 172-173).
Thus, CaoDaism is a religion in which syncretism with Christianity is openly acknowledged and 
continually practiced through ritual and symbology.
The Unitarian Universalists 2 
Origin:
Universalism was officially organized in North America in 1793. Some of the founding 
American Universalist teachers were Hosea Ballou, and Dr. George de Benneville, a 
Pennsylvania physician. The Universalist doctrine was based on these basic tenets:
1- the primacy of Man
2- the Unity of the human family
3- the universality of truth.
The basic beliefs of this religion are consolidated in the final declaration of the church, 
entitled “The Washington Declaration”:
2
A  key to understanding this religion in its present state is its peculiar past Due to the fact that Unitarian 
Universalism was founded by the merger of two unique, Christian-based denominations (Unharianism and 
Universalism), I will discuss the history of the religion in terms of this original bifurcation.




The bond of fellowship in this church shall be a common purpose to do the will 
of God as Jesus revealed it and to co-operate in establishing the kingdom for which he 
lived and died.
To that end, we avow our faith in God as Eternal and All-conquering Love, in the 
spiritual leadership of Jesus, in the supreme worth of every human personality, in the 
authority of truth known or to be known, and in the power of Men of good-will and 
sacrificial spirit to overcome evil and progressively establish the Kingdom of God (“The 
Washington Declaration,” I).
Unitarian ism (marking the distinction from Trinitarianism, the belief in a Supreme God 
with three personalities) was unofficially founded by William Ellery Channing in a sermon he 
gave in 18 19. A s a formal denomination, it was not established, until in 1825. Channing 
dwelled on the perfectibility of man, was against strict sectarianism, and strict definition of 
creed. He was followed in his Unitarian theology by such thinkers as Andrews Norton, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, Henry Whitney Bellows and others. Unitarianism originally accepted the 
Unity or oneness of God, and the divinely authorized leadership of Jesus Christ. Although the 
Unitarians did not believe in the uniquely divine nature of Jesus, they did, initially, believe that 
he held divine authority and support. However, with each new theologian, Unitarian thought 
was redirected in its focus from the original understanding of Christ as Focus, Savior, Messiah, 
‘Lineament to God' and more towards Jesus as an exemplar man, a genius, a teacher like 
Buddha, Mohammed, or Confucius. By the 1950's Unitarianism had moved into a position able 
to easily accept the practice of religious Humanism in its members. Prior to the merger of the 
Unitarian and Universalist Churches, the popular beliefs concerning the two can be summarized 
in the statement, “The Universalists believe that God is too good to damn men; the Unitarians
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that men are too good to be damned” (Wintersteen, xiii). In 1961, the Unitarian Church and 
the Universalist Church merged to become Unitarian Universalism.
Description:
Unitarian Universalists believe in the supreme authority of the human experience, 
conscience, and reason as guides in religion. Writings, teachings, and personalities are not 
believed to be the seat of religious authority, instead, it lies within the individual. Religious 
writings and teachings, for the Unitarian Universalist, are to be tested by the mind and heart of 
the individual considering them. The Unitarian Universalist does not believe in binding creeds 
of belief, or statements of faith, they consider theirs a “non-creedal religion” (Flanagan, 3). The 
Unitarian Universalist, generally, accepts that wisdom pertaining to spiritual matters is ever 
evolving just as revelation is ceaseless. In addition, Unitarian Universalists honor the developing 
truths presented by religious teachers, sages, and prophets of the past. Members of Unitarian 
Universalist churches generally believe that individuals should “think for themselves” and 
respect the differences in opinion and lifestyle that occur in such an environment. Likewise, 
Unitarian Universalist congregations are self-governed, and thereby assert their own bylaws, 
elect their own officers, and accept their own monetary budgets.
The Unitarian Universalist Association (made up various and widespread congregations) 
adopts the following principles among others:
-  The inherent worth and dignity of every person;
-  Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in congregations;
-  A  free and responsible search for truth and meaning;
~  The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within congregations
and in society at large;
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-  Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we (humans) are a part.
(The Principles and Purposes of the Unitarian Universalist Association, I)
In addition, the Association acknowledges the tradition that gave birth to the present Unitarian 
Universalist religion, which is one that draws from such areas as: direct experience of spiritual 
motivation and renewal, wisdom from the world’s religions which inspires us in our ethical and 
spiritual life, Jewish and Christian teachings, humanist teachings, and spiritual teachings of earth- 
centered traditions. These assertions of the Unitarian Universalist Association, are qualified by 
this statement, ‘‘Nothing herein shall be deemed to infringe upon the individual freedom of 
belief which is inherent in the Universalist and Unitarian heritages or to conflict with any 
statement of purpose, covenant, or bond of union by any society unless such is used as a 
creedal test.” (The Principles and Purposes of the UUA, 2) In essence, Unitarian Universalism 
is open to any spiritual path or religious expression found to be useful to its members by its 
members. This is the main means by which religious syncretism enters into a discussion of 
Unitarian Universalism.
Syncretic Aspects:
In his article, “The Problem with Salad Bowl Religion,” Jon Levenson writes, ”lt might be 
argued that this degree of syncretism is likely to appear only in a church that esteems open- 
mindedness and free thought as much as the Unitarian Universalists ... the degree of 
syncretism among Unitarian Universalists is extreme.. .’’(Levenson, I). Because of the open 
nature of Unitarian Universalism, and the independent authority of its congregations, the 
syncretism in beliefs and practices found in this religion is not homogeneous; each congregation 
represents the basic nature of Unitarian Universalism, which is openness to syncretism. Thus, 
within the framework of Unitarian Universalism, there is an array of varied types of syncretism




with Christianity displayed. For example, Unitarian Churches my be symbolic in their 
presentation of religious symbology; i.e. one Unitarian Universalist minister is quoted as saying:
I wonder what my rebbe ancestors would think of me. W ould they be glad for me, 
proud of me, or shocked at me to hear me recite a bracha, a blessing on Friday night, 
and then see me in church on Sunday in my robes and stole which has on it a Jewish star 
and also crosses, symbols of Greek paganism and of nature, a depiction of a deity and a 
goddess no less?*’ (quoted by Levenson, I).
O n the other hand, the Unitarian Universalist Society of Northern Fairfield County, in W est 
Redding, Connecticut is syncretic in their ritual celebrations. The minister there, Rev. Daniel 
Simer O ’Connel stated, “So this Easter, instead of a service on springtime and fecundity or 
Norse legends about Eostre or Passover or the latest from the Jesus Seminar, we’ll do a UU 
[Unitarian Universalist] Christian service on Easter” (O ’Connel, I). Likewise, in his article on 
the observance of the Lord’s Supper (typically an orthodox Christian sacrament), Rev. Scott 
W ells of the Canon Universalist Church of Canon, Georgia, asserts:
The Lord’s Supper is no sad memorial for a good man wronged and executed. It is 
Jesus’ last lesson, and we are his disciples. The words are made flesh, in the form of 
bread and wine. A  morsel to eat so that we do not starve in body or spirit. A  few 
crumbs, a few drops, a few faces gathered as a foretaste of the Great Banquet that God 
is preparing through us, and for the world. (Wells, 2)
Finally, in stating who exactly the largest Unitarian church in North America perceives itself to 
be, j. Price as a representative of All Souls Unitarian Church of Tulsa, Oklahoma asserts,
It regards the love of God and humankind and the perfecting of our spiritual nature as 
the unchanging substance of religion and the essential gospel of Jesus. Consecrating
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itself to these principles, it aims at cultivating reverence for truth, moral character and
insight, helpfulness to humanity, and the spirit of communion with the infinite. (Price, I). 
Hence, through study of Unitarian Universalist teachings, and observance of the practices of 
some Unitarian Universalist churches, this movement can be interpreted as syncretic at its 
conceptual core, thought not homogeneous in its phenomenological appearance.
Aquarian Concepts Community: a New Age Cult 
Origin:
The Aquarian Concepts Community, led by Gabriel of Sedona and his wife Niann 
Emerson Chase was founded in Sedona, Arizona in 1989 (“Aquarian Concepts Religious 
Order,” I). Gabriel of Sedona, born Anthony Joseph Delevin, studied theology at Duquesne 
University, and was involved at a young age in the charismatic renewal of the Roman Catholic 
Church (“Gabriel of Sedona— Biography,” I). While living in the southwestern United States, 
he sought life in a monastic setting, specifically that of the Benedictines and the Franciscans 
(“Gabriel of Sedona— Biography,” I). He worked for many years as a prison chaplain and 
minister to street youth, students, and others while also “providing shelter and counseling for 
the homeless and destitute” (“Gabriel of Sedona— Biography,” I ). Presently, Gabriel is an 
“Audio Fusion Material Complement” (i.e. he channels entities from other planets and/or 
dimensions). Along with his wife, Niann, he holds the "Mandate of the Bright and Morning 
Star” and is used by various “celestial personalities for interplanetary and interdimensiona! 
communication to bring through the Continuing Fifth Epochal Revelation” (“Gabriel of 
Sedona— Biography,” I). Furthermore, Gabriel is a devoted musician, originating such styles as 
“Cosm oPop” and “Cosm oCountry” (“Gabriel of Sedona— Biography,” I-2).
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Niann Emerson Chase, co-founder of Aquarian Concepts Community, is descended 
form both Merriwether Lewis and Ralph Waldo Emerson (“Niann Emerson Chase—  
Biography/’ I). After growing up on four distinct Southwestern Native American reservations, 
Niann acquired her Bachelor’s degree in English with a minor in psychology, and completed 
graduate work in composition literature and elementary, secondary, and adult education.
Niann then returned to the San Carlos Apache reservation to live and educate those living 
there (“Niann Emerson Chase— Biography,” I). In addition, Ms. Chase has authored several 
articles that have been published in such journals as New Thought Journal, Connecting Link, Inner 
Word, and Quantum Thoughts. At the Aquarian Concepts Community, Niann serves as a 
medium through which various celestial entities can communicate and bring forth the 
Continuing Fifth Epochal Revelation, or The Cosmic Family Volumes, that include teachings on 
such topics as Ascension-Science, the physics of rebellion, and the fusion of science and 
spirituality. What’s more, Niann is the Director of the Starseed and Urantian Schools of 
Melchizadek for the education of both adults and children of the Aquarian Concepts 
Community. Together, Gabriel of Sedona and Niann Emerson Chase are believed to “hold the 
Mandate of the Bright and Morning Star and teach divine administration principles” from their 
“planetary sacred home” in Sedona, Arizona (“Aquarian Concepts Religious Order,” I ; "N ew  
Spiritual Administrative Concepts ...,” I).
Description:
Those accepting the teachings of Gabriel of Sedona and Niann Emerson Chase, believe 
in the existence of one Universal Father/ Supreme Being who begot several perfect Creator 
Sons (one of which is named Jesus Christ Michael). Each of the seven Creator Sons have, in 
turn, created their own respective universes (“W hat is True Spirituality?”, 7). The Grand
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Universe includes all seven of the Creator Sons' universes that revolve around one central 
universe (“W hat is True Spirituality?”, 11). Followers of Gabriel and Niann believe that Earth, 
or Urantia, is contained in the Universe called Nebadon, which was created by the Creator 
Son, Jesus Christ Michael, and is administered by The bright and Morning Star. This “Bright and 
Morning Star,” is considered to be the first born son of Jesus Christ Michael and the Universal 
Mother Spirit. In addition, those living at the Aquarian Concepts Community believe that each 
living being on Earth has a soul that is either a new soul (that is, experiencing its first 
incarnation) or an “ovan soul” (one who has been reincarnated for any of a varied array of 
reasons). Reincarnation is believed to occur as a means to resolving issues created by past 
incarnations, as well as offering chances to ascend from one’s fallen state (“The Return of Jesus 
Christ Michael to Urantia...”, 9).
According to the teachings presented by Gabriel of Sedona, throughout Earth's (Urantia’s) 
history, there have been four previous “Epochal Revelations,” whose purpose was to aid in the 
spiritual development of humans and thus speed up the process of spiritual ascension for 
humanity as a whole (“W hat is True Spirituality?”, 3). The Fifth Epochal Revelation, beginning in 
1955 with the publication of The URANTIA Book is continued with revelations of The Cosmic 
Family Volumes, (begun in 1967) ("Message from the Bright and Morning Star...,” 2). The 
latter work is thought to be incomplete now, but the Aquarian Concepts believers accept that 
it is being finished through the service of and channeling of celestial entities by Gabriel of 
Sedona (“A  Message from the Bright and Morning Star of Salvington”, 7; “Gabriel of Sedona—
Biography”, I). This Fifth Epochal Revelation is believed to be the ultimate spiritual revelation/ 
guide for humans living in this age. However, it is also accepted that one can ascend spiritually 
through practice and study of other world religions (such as: Baha'ism, Buddhism, Hinduism,
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Islam, etc.), especially Christianity, since Jesus was the incarnation of the Creator Son of this 
Universe, Jesus Christ Michael (“A  Message from the Bright and Morning Star .. ”, 3; “A  Letter 
to the Christian W orld .. ”, I) This latter notion, that of the Creator Son’s (Jesus Christ 
Michael) initial incarnation on our planet was to bestow the Spirit of Truth on its inhabitants 
and aid in their ascension to higher levels of existence, is what makes Earth (Urantia) unique 
among all of the other planets in our Universe (Nebadon) (‘‘W hat is True Spirituality?”, I).3 
Syncretic aspects:
Aside from their acceptance of the validity of Christian teachings for people in the past, 
and their belief in its ability to enlighten and aid in the ascension of individual spirits, presently, 
Aquarian Concept followers want to become spiritually close to Jesus Christ Michael. They 
believe he originally created our Universe, and incarnated as Jesus of Nazareth approximately 
2000 years ago. In the writings of Gabriel of Sedona (whether inspired by another celestial 
being or not), there is much reference to the Teachings of Christ and veneration of Christ 
(referred to as ‘Jesus Christ Michael’); for example, ’’The Return O f Jesus Christ Michael To 
Urantia, Is It A  Myth O r Will It Be A  Soon Truth Experienced by All W ho Look For His 
Coming?” Furthermore, those accepting the teachings of The URANTIA Book and The Cosmic 
Family Volumes, also accept that their leader, Gabriel of Sedona, is the repersonalization of the 
Soul who was Peter, Jesus’ Apostle, as well as other Biblical figures such as Abraham. 
Throughout the teachings of the founders of the Aquarian Concepts Community, there are 
references to and reverence of Jesus of Nazareth (also known as: Christ and Christ Michael). 
Thus, when noting the practice of melding between old (Hindu, Buddhist, Islamic, Christian) 
and new (Baha'i, Urantia, New Age), the teachings of this community appear blatantly syncretic.
Because of the ability of this belief system to rapidly evolve with each new revelation, a comprehensive summary
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Santeria
Origin:
Before African slaves were transported to the New World, what would become 
Santeria, was the religion of the Nigerian Yoruba people. W hen the Yorubian religion reached 
the New World, it took on several different names; for example: Lacumi’ in Cuba, and 
Macumba and Candomble* in Brazil. A s the Yoruba people interacted others, the religion was 
transformed in various ways; that is, practices found in the New W orld peoples or other 
African groups were incorporated into the Yorubian religious beliefs and ritual system. The 
Lacumi practitioners interacted with their Roman Catholic Spanish masters, and to avoid being 
confronted or challenged in their beliefs and practices, they began to identify their orishas 
(saints or somewhat god-like beings) with Catholic saints. Santeria is an outgrowth of this 
Cuban experience. Significantly, the term “Santeria** actually means “saint worship*’. In the 
Lacumi tradition, the stories surrounding Jesus, Mary, and the saints aided in delineating the 
original Yoruba orishas from one another.
Description:
Santeria is based on the belief that “in the beginning” the Supreme God, Oloddumare 
created orishas to “manifest his will and express his essence in nature**. The orishas are the 
guides for and protectors of mankind. Though they are not technically gods, they are seen as 
“children of God” (Oloddumare) and servants of god. In this way, Santeria is a monotheistic 
religion in which “guardian angels” are worshipped. Every individual on the planet has one
of it is neither practical nor plausible in the context of this thesis.
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orisha for protection and guidance through out life, regardless of the individual's belief or 
knowledge of their existence.
When one first joins Santeria, a primary task is to ascertain the identity of his/her 
personal orisha. The practicing Santerian will from then on constantly and consistently ask the 
orisha for help and guidance. If one wants to become a priest, and thus become a mouth-piece 
for an orisha, he must only be initiated into the mysteries of his orisha. Moreover, each orisha 
has direct influence over specific aspects of everyday life, as well as less concentrated power 
over other areas.
Santeria is generally the practice of natural magic, so that the magician through his will 
can act on other objects or people by way of an unidentified, unexplainable attraction. The 
magician's faith in the effectiveness of their spells is key to their power. This faith is placed in 
the ability of the orishas who in turn require offerings to carry out the magicians wishes. The 
Santeria magician also uses 'sympathetic magic" based on the concept that "just as object A  is 
this way, so will person A  be that way.” For example, the use of certain objects (lemon and 
vinegar) in a particular spell are explained thus, "The idea behind the spell is that in the same 
way (sympathetic magic) that the lemon and vinegar are sour and unpleasant, so will the life of 
the bewitched person ‘turn sour and unpleasant"' (Gonzalez-Wippler, 2 18).
Syncretic Aspects:
“The Catholic Church is of paramount importance to the santero, who considers 
himself a practicing Catholic in spite of his involvement with the African orishas" 
(Gonzalez-Wippler, 266).
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The syncretic aspects of Santeria deal mainly with the Catholic segment of Christianity. 
Santeria, is in part syncretic due to its employment of icons of and stories associated with 
Christian figures such as Jesus, Mary, and the saints (i.e. Saint Barbara); for example,
The santeros refer to Oloddumare rather vaguely and obliquely. They recognize Him as 
the central, ruling force of the universe but do not deal with Him directly. Their work 
is conducted with Olofi through the powers of the orishas. Olofi is syncretized as Jesus 
Christ. (Gonzalez-Wippler, 26).
At the bottom of the chain [carrying an amulet] are seven implements of Oggu’n. In the 
background there is a crucifix with all the various known elements of the crucifixion. 
The name at the feet of the cross is Olofi, showing the accepted identification of Jesus 
with the Yoruba Supernal deity (Gonzalez-Wippler, 268).
These icons are mainly used to identify the Yorubian orishas and are referred to by their 
corresponding Yoruba names. Nonetheless, the saints and icons are not seen as the actual 
orishas, rather, they are viewed as representations of various incarnations of the orishas. 
Santeria is also syncretic in the ritual substances its employs. For example, Catholic Holy 
Water, a traditional Christian ritual substance, is used in Santerian rituals and spells (i.e. ritual 
baths, ritual omiero— a sacred liquid, initiation rituals, etc).
According to Migene Gonzalez-Wippler (a Santerian priestess), “the most traditional 
connection between the Church and Santeria is the Holy Mass. Santeros are among the most 
assiduous worshippers at mass services, and they always recommend to their followers that 
they attend mass as often as possible” (Gonzalez-Wippler, 269). The Holy Catholic Mass is a 
situation in which one can be said to worship the orishas, especially on their respective feast
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days. Furthermore, when a Santeria practitioner dies, a Holy Catholic Mass is said in the name 
of the deceased. The santero (Santerian priest) will generally consider him/herself a devout 
Catholic; most of the santeros are baptized Catholics. They generally see little or no problem 
with active participation in both Santeria and Catholicism; the two are seen as complimentary. 
To the santero, “Santeria and Catholicism are both expressions of his religiosity. They are not 
the same, and they never were. One continues where the other leaves off. They both answer 
very definite spiritual needs and are perfect compliments of each other” (Gonzalez-Wippler, 
272). Thus, as a compliment and in its borrowing of Christian icons, legends, rituals, and ritual 
substances from Catholicism, Santeria can be called syncretic in relation to Christianity.
Baha'i
Origin:
Before the emergence of the Baha'i faith came that of the Babis. On May 23, 1844, 
Sayyid Ali Muhammad Shirazi (1819-1850 ad.), proclaimed that he was a manifestation of God 
and a forerunner to one greater than himself who would institute a new and unparalleled era in 
humanity's religious history (Effendi, 2). However, at the age of 3 1, the Bab was executed in 
Tabriz, Persia on July 9, 1850. One of his most devoted followers, Mirza Husayn Ali Nuri 
(1817-1892 ad.) would live to be the fulfillment of the Babis prophesy.
Baha'u'llah (Glory of God), was to be the founder of the Baha'i Faith. (Effendi, 3; Smith,
1) . Baha’u'llah asserted that he was the “promised one” of all of the world’s religions (Smith,
2) . During his life, Baha'u'llah was exiled to Iraq, Constantinople, and Adrianople, and was 
finally incarcerated in the ‘Akka penal colony (or the fortress of St. Jean d’Acre). In 1877, 
Baha’u'llah was allowed to live just outside of the colony, in the mansion of Bahji (Smith, 69). It 
is there that he died in 1892 (Effendi, 3; Smith, 69). However, before his death, in his Kitab-i ‘
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Adhi (Book of My Covenant), Baha’u’llah appointed his son ‘Abbas Effendi or ‘Abdu’l-Baha 
(Servant of Baha), the “Ghusn-i A ’zam” (Most Great Branch) (Smith, 70). This was the position 
of central authority in the religion (Smith, 70). In other words, Effendi became central figure to 
whom “all Baha’is should turn for instruction and guidance" (Effendi, 3). Having entered into 
the penal colony with his father, ‘Abdu’l-Baha remained there until 1908, when he returned to 
his home in Palestine and began touring around the world in order to explain and exemplify the 
teachings of his father, and guide those accepting them (Effendi, 3). ’’Abdu’l-Baha died in 1921 
and was buried in a vault along side the Bab (Effendi, 3). Still, prior to his death, a Syrian 
convert named Ibrahim George Kheiralia (1849-1929 ad.) established Baha’ism in America in 
the area of Chicago, in 1894 (Smith, 100).
Description:
In modern Baha’i understanding, in addition to the Baha’is responsibility to follow the 
teachings of Baha’u’llah, they are also required to obey the edicts of whomever might be the 
appointed as the central religious authority figure; such as Baha’u’llah’s self-appointed successor 
and son, ‘Abdu’l Baha (Smith, 73). ‘Abdu’l Baha, in turn, made his eldest grandson, Shoghi 
Effendi Rabbani, the first “Guardian of the Cause” (Smith, 74). Another major motif of Baha’ism 
is that of millenarianism (Smith, 74). The Baha’is look toward the time of the Most Great 
Peace, as prophesied by Baha’u’llah, as the ultimate zenith of the human race through the union 
and agreement of all of the peoples of the world (Smith, 74). On this topic he wrote:
That all nations should become one in faith and all men as brothers; that the bonds of 
affection and unity between the sons of men should be strengthened; that diversity of 
religion should cease, and differences of race be annulled ... Yet so it shall be ... the
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Most Great Peace shall come ... Let not a man glory in this, that he loves his country;
let him, rather, glory in this, that he loves his kind” (Smith, 76).
However, it is believed that the attainment of this utopian society will occur in three stages 
(Smith, 141). The “world-wide catastrophe” will be followed by the Lesser Peace, which is 
described as the political unification of the world; both of these first two stages are expected to 
occur before the end of the twentieth century (Smith, 143). Finally, in some distant future, 
when the degenerating system of the Lesser Peace is replaced by the divine order of the Baha’i, 
the Most Great Peace will arrive (Smith, 141).
Further, the themes of Universalism and Liberalism are key in the modern Baha’i faith 
(Smith, 144). In terms of the former motif, in recent years the assertion that Baha’u’llah is the 
fulfillment of the messianic prophesies of all of the world’s religions (from Hindu and Buddhist 
prophesies to Mormon and Native American) has been emphasized in many Baha’i author’s 
works (Smith, 144). However, in the orthodox assertion, Baha’u'llah is asserted to fulfill merely 
the messianic expectations of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and Zoroastrianism (Smith 144). 
Along with this emphasis on the Baha’i fulfillment of world prophesies, comes a more distinct 
assertion as to what it means to “be Baha’i”; that is through restrictions on who can and cannot 
be a voting member of the Baha’i community (Smith, 146). In reference to liberalism in modern 
Baha’i thought, emphasis on humanitarian (i.e. transcending racial and gender prejudices) and 
doctrinal indusivity (i.e. religions such as Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam were precursors to 
Baha’i) are apparent In addition, weight is put on “world unity and the need for a modern and 
‘scientific’ social religion” (Smith, 146). In reference to its “anti-esoteric” approach, the Baha’i 
Faith has evaded conflict with science (which it asserts will support the Faith) by not making any
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strong assertion concerning the physical sciences, thus avoiding one of the prominent tensions 
between religion and science (Smith, 154-156).
Moreover, modern Baha’is are greatly concerned with social reconstruction, and the 
spread of social equality for all peoples regardless of race or religion (Smith 150-51). However, 
on the subject of gender emancipation, some might say, because of their ideologies concerning 
the family structure and their refusal to participate in militant action, the Baha'is seem less 
assertive (Smith, 152). Nonetheless, women possess a significant minority of positions in 
administrative positions in the religious structure (Smith, 152). Baha'is are also highly active in 
matters of education, and socio-economic development (Smith, 154).
In summation, the Baha'i faith asserts three main principles:
1) Oneness of God,
2) Oneness of Religion, and
3) Oneness of Humankind (“Principles of the Baha'i Faith,’’ I).
Syncretic Aspects:
In the early traditions in the East, Baha’u'llah was regarded as the “return of Christ in 
the G lory of the Father (Smith, 83). Furthermore, Baha'u'llah’s successor, ‘Abdu'l Baha, 
asserted:
The Baha’i Movement is the spirit of this age. It is the essence of all the highest ideals of
this century. The teachings of all the religions and societies are found here; the
Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Mohammedans, Zoroastrians, Theosophists, Freemasons,
Spiritualists, et. al., find their highest aims in this Cause (Smith, 109).
In the Baha'i Faith, it is believed that there has been a succession of religious revelation given by 
God (as explained to Napoleon III of France, by Baha'u'IIah) (Townshend, 81). This succession
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began with Abraham, whose religion was succeeded by Mosaism, which was, in turn, succeeded 
by Christianity, which was followed by Islam, which was finally followed by Baha'ism 
(Townshend, 81). Nonetheless, aside from the doctrinal syncretic beliefs, in his Prayers and 
Meditations, Baha’u'llah makes repeated reference to Christ; i.e. in terms of his being the “Spirit 
of God,” quotations from him, Baha’u'llah’s desire to emulate him, and his empathy with 
Baha’u'llah (Baha’u’llah, 50, 68, 192, 285). Although Baha’ism is not syncretic with Christianity 
in regular ritual practice or worship, doctrinaliy and in some areas of individual development, it 
is openly syncretic.
Discussion
From these seven examples of syncretism, some insights into the character of 
syncretism may be gleaned. Syncretism can occur on many levels; the symbolic, the ritual, the 
ideological, or combinations of the three. For example, in the case of Santeria, syncretism with 
Christianity has been mainly symbolic. The Santerians have transposed the stories and iconic 
representations of major Roman Catholic figures (i.e. Jesus, Mary and the Saints) onto their 
own originally Yoruban saints and belief system. On the other hand, the Baha’i syncretize only 
the teachings of Christ in a ‘past-tense’ ideological (i.e. Christ was a valid prophet in the past, 
and Baha’u’llah was The Returned Christ) and ‘present-tense’ spiritual developmental sense (in 
many of Baha’u’llah’s devotions, he asserts a desire to become more like Christ). Moreover, 
some of the examples discussed here, i.e. Caodai, the teachings of the Aquarian Concepts 
Community, and the Unitarian Universalists practice both of these forms (ideological and ritual) 
syncretism. Syncretism, though uniform in its definition, is highly variable in its manifestation.
In expression, syncretism is a polythetic class, which includes, ideological, ritual, symbolic, and 
combinations of the three as characteristic manifestations of the phenomena.
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Furthermore, there are multiple means of participant explanation and attitudes toward 
syncretism. W ith mainline Christianity, i.e. Easter and the Devotion to the Sacred Heart, little, 
if any attention is given to the syncretic nature of their ideologies, symbologies, and origins. 
Here, a basic and traditionally supported inattention and ignorance of the syncretism appears to 
be the norm. This behavior tends to imply a general dislike, shame, or disapproval for acts of 
syncretism. It is also interesting to note that this distaste for syncretism presents itself mainly 
in the arena of traditional, mainline religion, whereas in the non-traditional religious examples, 
more often than not, the syncretism was openly acknowledged, even applauded; take for 
example the cases of Caodaism, Baha'ism, Aquarian Concepts* teachings, etc. Is it possible that 
one aspect of the character of a mainline religion is its distaste for syncretism? Ultimately, it is my 
belief that by understanding the varied forms of syncretism, and the responses that it elicits, is 
key to comprehending the character of and reasons for religious thought and behavior.
Conclusion
Syncretism is a phenomenon associated with religious, and ultimately, cultural evolution. 
Syncretism, defined as the process of melding disparate religious beliefs, appears throughout the 
world. O f the seven North American examples I have discussed, five are indisputably syncretic, 
that is self-acknowledged within the belief system. Two others, while their syncretic natures 
are not self-acknowledged, seem clearly to be so. It is interesting to note that these latter 
examples originated prior to the others. Could the reason for a lack of direct evidence supporting their 
syncretic nature be due to the processual nature of syncretism itself? The forms that the syncretism 
assumes varies from instance to instance. Yet, it is important to remember that religion, like 
culture, is continually changing as peoples and their ideologies contact one another. This has 
been but a brief survey of a small sampling of the melding of Christianity with other religions
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and belief systems. As my discussion of the Sacred Heart devotion and Easter celebrations, has 
shown, as the process of syncretism continues, often the reality and acknowledgment of it is 
lost. It is my belief that more extensive studies of this type could prove to be invaluable for our 
understanding of religion as a cultural element
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